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- La Trobe University acknowledges 
our campuses are located on the 
lands of many Traditional 
Custodians in Victoria and New 
South Wales. We recognise their 
ongoing connection to the land and 
value their unique contribution to 
the University and wider Australian 
society. - La Trobe University is committed to 
providing opportunities for 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people, both as individuals 
and communities, through 
teaching, learning, research and 
partnerships across all our 
campuses.-
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WHAT IS 
MISINFORMATION ?
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US Secretary of State Colin Powell holds up a vial that he said was the size that 
could be used to hold anthrax, as he accused Iraq of developing weapons of mass 
destruction before the United Nations Security Council, on 5 February 2003 (AFP)



- Any information that turns out 
to be false 

- Disinformation: a subset of 
misinformation that is spread 
intentionally. 

- Science and Health misinfo: 
Information that is contrary to 
the epistemic consensus of the 
scientific community regarding 
a phenomenon 

- e.g., Ukraine is governed by a 
neo-Nazi regime. 

- e.g., vaccines overwhelm a 
baby’s immune system

MISINFORMATION
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- Conspiracy theories are narratives 
which attribute the cause and/or 
coverup of an important event or 
phenomena from the public to a 
powerful and secretive group of 
malicious conspirators (Douglas et 
al., 2019). 

- e.g., Lee Harvey Oswald 
collaborated with the CIA to 
assassinate JFK 

- e.g., Pharmaceutical companies 
are hiding evidence that 
vaccinations can cause serious 
illnesses and disabilities in 
children 

- Protagonists – Who did it?  

- An action – What did they do?  

- A motive – Why did they do it? 

CONSPIRACY THEORIES
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AUSSIE CONSPIRACY THEORIES



https://theconversation.com/was-phar-lap-killed-by-gangsters-new-research-shows-which-conspiracies-people-believe-in-and-why-158610

Marques, M. D., Ling, M., Williams, M. N., Kerr, J. R., & McLennan, J. (2022). 
Australasian public awareness and belief in conspiracy theories: Motivational 
correlates. Political Psychology, 43(1), 177–198. https://doi.org/10.1111/pops.12746



https://theconversation.com/was-phar-lap-killed-by-gangsters-new-research-shows-which-conspiracies-people-believe-in-and-why-158610



https://www.atlasobscura.com/articles/object-of-intrigue-the-xfiles-i-want-to-believe-poster



A MOTIVATIONAL ACCOUNT 
FOR BELIEF

- Conspiracy beliefs underpin or are associated 
with fundamental human motivations- Epistemic motive to understand the world and 
to increase knowledge, certainty, and 
accuracy- Existential motive to reduce threat and to 
maintain a safe and stable environment.- Social motive to maintain valued 
interpersonal relationships and a positive 
image of the self and ingroup
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- Public Policy Polling statement in 
2013: “Four percent of Americans 
believe Lizardmen are running the 
Earth”. 

- note: 7% of Americans are “not 
sure” whether Lizardmen are 
running the Earth or not.

SINCERE BELIEFS
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“A LIE CAN TRAVEL HALFWAY 
AROUND THE WORLD WHILE THE 

TRUTH IS PUTTING ON ITS SHOES.” 





SO WHAT’S CHANGED?

- Misinformation and conspiracy theories 
have been ever-present - Evidence does not suggest that the belief 
in conspiracy theories have increased 
over time 

- Volume? Velocity? Veracity? 
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- Proportion of U.S. adults who 
beliefs that each group is “likely 
to work in secret against the 
rest of us” over time.

Uscinski J, Enders A, Klofstad C, Seelig M, Drochon H, Premaratne K, et al. 
(2022) Have beliefs in conspiracy theories increased over time? PLoS ONE 17(7): 
e0270429. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0270429



- Beliefs in COVID-19 
conspiracy theories in 
the U.S.

Uscinski J, Enders A, Klofstad C, Seelig M, Drochon H, Premaratne K, et al. 
(2022) Have beliefs in conspiracy theories increased over time? PLoS ONE 17(7): 
e0270429. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0270429



Williams, M. N., Ling, M., Kerr, J. R., Hill, S. R., Marques, M. D., Mawson, H., & 
Clarke, E. J. R. (2024). People do change their beliefs about conspiracy theories
—But not often. Scientific Reports, 14(1), Article 1. https://doi.org/10.1038/
s41598-024-51653-z

- We collected data from 498 
Australians and New Zealanders 
using an online longitudinal 
survey, with data collected at 
monthly intervals over 6 months 
(March to September 2021).
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- Participants read a series of news 
headlines that were fact-checked 
as true or false. The headlines had 
been pilot tested so that half of 
those that participants read were 
outrage-evoking and the other 
half were not. 

- High outrage evocation led to 
higher willingness to share ratings 
across misinformation and 
trustworthy news 

- In another study: Outrage 
increases non-epistemic motives 
for sharing

HIGHER OUTRAGE INCREASES 
SHARING BUT DOES NOT AFFECT 
ACCURACY DISCERNMENT

McLoughlin, K. L., Brady, W. J., Goolsbee, A., Kaiser, B., Klonick, K., & Crockett, M. 
J. (2024). Misinformation exploits outrage to spread online. Science, 386(6725), 
991–996. https://doi.org/10.1126/science.adl2829



van der Linden, S., & Kyrychenko, Y. (2024). A broader view of misinformation 
reveals potential for intervention. Science, 384(6699), 959–960. https://doi.org/
10.1126/science.adp9117



- Prebunk 
- https://www.getbadnews.com/ 

- https://crankyunclevaccine.org/  

- https://prebunking.withgoogle.com/  

- Narratives techniques 

- Useful for refutation grounded in 
specific facts and explanations of 
a topic 

- Manipulation techniques 

- Beneficial in being a more 
apolitical approach and 
applicable across narratives and 
cultures

WHAT CAN BE DONE?
Step one Emotional 
Warning 
Users are alerted to 
impending attempts to 
manipulate them. 

Step two Microdose 
Users see example(s) of 
manipulative messaging. 

Step three Refutation 
Users are equipped to spot 
and refute a manipulative 
message. 

https://prebunking.withgoogle.com/how-to-prebunk/

https://www.getbadnews.com/
https://crankyunclevaccine.org/
https://prebunking.withgoogle.com/




- Debunk

WHAT CAN BE DONE?

https://prebunking.withgoogle.com/how-to-prebunk/



https://doi.org/10.1038/s41591-022-01713-6

THE PROCESS OF PSYCHOLOGICAL INOCULATION AGAINST MISINFORMATION 



- Would this work? Maybe!

WHAT ABOUT AI?

Costello, T. H., Pennycook, G., & Rand, D. G. (2024). Durably reducing 
conspiracy beliefs through dialogues with AI. Science, 385(6714), eadq1814. 
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.adq1814



- Conspiracy theories may be 
more appealing when 
individuals feel uncertain, 
vulnerable, and isolated. 

- However, these needs do not 
seem to be satisfied and may 
be further frustrated. 

- These feelings may be 
exacerbated by societal 
conditions, such as economic 
and social crises. 

- We developed five steps to 
communicate with people 
about health-related 
conspiracy theories 

- Empirical evidence (Holford et 
al., 2024; SKAI)

A FOCUS ON THE ANTECEDENTS



- An open-minded approach 
starts with asking questions 
and listening 

- It builds understanding with 
the person. 

- Listen carefully, and avoid 
defending your own beliefs at 
all costs.

#1 BE OPEN-MINDED
When did you first start believing in 
(briefly reference the conspiracy 
theory; for example, the COVID-19 
vaccine has been developed for 
financial gain by health professionals)? 

And how has this impacted you 
psychologically? 

What do these beliefs offer to you?

EXAMPLES



- Work on what psychologists 
call conversational 
receptiveness to foster 
empathy which can bridge the 
gap between the beliefs you 
each hold.

#2 BE RECEPTIVE
I understand that… 

So what you’re saying is… 

How does this make you feel? 

Tell me more… 

I’m listening; and thank you for 
sharing.

EXAMPLES



- Affirm the value of critical 
thinking. 

- If the person you’re talking to 
already perceives themselves 
as a critical thinker (epistemic 
need), affirm these values and 
redirect this skill towards a 
deeper examination of the 
conspiracy theory itself.

#3 CRITICAL THINKING
We likely both agree that asking 
questions is important, but it is key we 
evaluate all pieces of evidence. That is, 
integrate information that makes 
sense to us but also evidence that 
makes us feel uncomfortable.

EXAMPLES



- Highlight how conspiracy 
theories are not as 
commonplace as people might 
think. 

- Readdressing social norms can 
help address people’s need to 
protect a group they identify 
with (social need).

#4 NOT THE NORM
It is far more typical than you might 
realise for your neighbours to get 
vaccinated and protect themselves 
against COVID-19. 

People want to work together to 
protect our community. It’s about us all 
trying to help people with medical 
conditions who don’t have the choice 
to get vaccinated

EXAMPLES



- Think about what can be 
controlled. 

- Encourage them to be forward-
focused and inspire them to 
put their energy into areas of 
their life where they 
experience more control.

#5 CONTROL
There are some aspects of our life that 
we have no control over, but there are 
plenty of areas where we have full 
agency. 

Let’s list some examples where we 
have power and independence that we 
can then focus on.

EXAMPLES





CONCLUSION
- Misinformation and conspiracy theories are not new, but algorithms 

may cause us to overestimate their prevalence. 

- Understanding the basic structure, and motivation, of these 
epistemically unwarranted beliefs can be helpful in disabusing 
individuals of them. 

- Viral misinformation spreads further because of evocative and 
emotional content. 

- Approaches such as pre bunking (before) and debunking (following) 
are effective tools in the combat against misinformation. 

- Understanding the underlying motivations for beliefs may be helpful in 
interpersonal conversations.
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